Washington Watch N estled in the Blue Ridge foothills of Virginia, the Smithsonian's Conservation and Research Center (CRC) has, since its founding a quartercentury ago, gained renown for its success in breeding critically endangered species, from Guam rails to blackfooted ferrets. But no one would have expected that CRC would itself be summarily threatened-and by the Smithsonian's own director, no less.
Yet in April, Smithsonian Institution Secretary Lawrence M. Small announced plans to close CRC, along with several other Smithsonian science, library, and media centers, in a costcutting move-one that critics said would hamstring the institution's commitment to research.
Established in 1975 as an adjunct to the National Zoo, the 3,200-acre CRC was designed as a breeding site and research center for work with endangered species, especially large ungulates like Eld's deer and Przewalski's horse, which need more room than the downtown zoo could provide. Over the years, scientists there have posted remarkable success in captive breeding, particularly in the use of assisted reproduction techniques. CRC also grew beyond its original mandate, serving as a laboratory for basic research into Appalachian ecology and-perhaps most important-training more than 3,000 conservation biologists from 80 countries, both on-site and elsewhere around the world.
The announcement that CRC would close sparked shock and outrage throughout the conservation community and sharp protests from researchers, environmental organizations, and members of Congress who argued that CRC is an irreplaceable resource. AIBS wrote to oppose the closing, saying that "We are, in fact, incredulous that the Smithsonian could even consider closing CRC." Seventy members of the Senate of Scientists within the National Museum of Natural History formally protested the plan, and a closed "town hall" meeting between Small and Smithsonian researchers was reportedly bitter and acrimonious. Rep. Frank R. Wolf (R-VA) mounted opposition to the proposed closing, and Senator John Warner (R-VA) threatened public hearings.
Faced with fierce opposition, Small backed down less than a month after the announced closing, saying the Smithsonian would keep CRC open. But Small's retreat was only partial: The 17-member Board of Regents, which oversees the Smithsonian, approved his plans to do away with a number of other institution facilities. (Although approved by the regents, the planned cuts still require approval by Congress, which oversees the Smithsonian's $494 million budget, a 9 percent increase over the previous year.)
Nor is anyone sanguine about CRC's future, despite the stay of execution. "We've been told it's status quo, but there's a lot of mixed signals out there-I'm feeling like an old coyote that's lost a few toes and is pretty trapshy," said CRC director Dr. Chris Wemmer, who is continuing discussions with a variety of academic institutions and foundations that expressed an interest in taking over CRC if the Smithsonian ultimately abandons it.
The pervasive worry within the Smithsonian is that, although Small bowed to pressure on CRC, other aspects of the institution's research program will be whittled away more quietly. The day he announced CRC's reprieve, Small promised "a new strategic direction for science" at the Smithsonian. He gave no details, other than to say the new direction would involve consolidating and streamlining the Smithsonian's research initiatives-one of the justifications for the closures; that statement makes some scientists nervous about what they see as further erosion of the Smithsonian's commitment to world-class science and research.
The Board of Regents also approved the secretary's recommendation to establish a Science Commission to advise the secretary and the Board of Regents on the "design of the full range of elements to be addressed." Again Small provided no details on the commission, which he said was still in the concept stage, other than to say that it will not be engaged in fact finding and that it will include outside scientists-a nod, perhaps, to the outcry from the broad scientific community over the CRC closing. It is not known whether the commission will consider closing CRC; Small stated that the proposal to close CRC was "well within reason" and was simply misinterpreted. He went on to say that with regard to CRC, "We are where we were before the proposal."
Said one institution researcher who did not wish to be identified: "There's a lot of concern-it follows a pattern of decisions being made behind closed doors, with a lack of input from stakeholders who might be affected. All scientists expect a transparent process, and this has been anything but. 
